

| HE HOUSE WAYS W Means Committee, 
which is marking up the welfare reform propos- 
al, has beengoing through a remarkable exer- 
ts 6 , 111 the politics of out-of-wedlock births. There is 
touch right about trying to reduce the number of 
out-of-wedlock births. But Ways and Means has been 
pjhg to address the problem by building a Rube 
upldberg machine to give states incentives to reduce 
ter illegitimacy rates. As happens with Rube Gold- 
teg machines, this one comes to look ever more 
foo&h as efforts to improve it increase its complexity. 
^The original idea was to create some “objective” 
measure so states could be rewarded financially by the 
^leral government if their ratio of out-of-wedlock 
t0 total births went down. But foes of abortion 
raised what from their point of view was a legitimate 
problem: This proposal could create a strong incentive 
fc>r< states to encourage single mothers to have abor- 
hons which is one way to drop the illegitimacy rate. 
So Ways and Means Chairman Bill Archer devised a 
itew fonnula. The ratio for determining the bonus 
^puld be based on out-of-wedlock births plus the 
nthnte of abortions as a percentage of total live 
|?rths. This formula effectively treated abortions as 
functionally the same as out-of-wedlock births, which 
was fine with abortion foes. 
wTTiis time, the abortion rights movement cried foul 
ft ' argued, reasonably, that the new formula could 
encourage states to put sharp restrictions on abortion 
rights, since states might gain as much from reducing 
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te number of abortions as from reducing the number 
of illegitimate births. Ever inventive, the Ways and 
Means ; Committee, in the person of Rep. Jim McCrery 
(K-La.) devised yet another iormv&a. This new formu- 
la would not penalize states for the total number of 
abortions performed but would penalize them if there 
was an increase in the number of abortions from one 
year to another. This formula, designed to satisfy 
everyone, appears to have fully satisfied no one. 
Abortion rights advocates say it still creates incentives 
tor restricting the number of abortions (they are 
calling it an “antiabortion bounty”). Opponents of 
abortion, on the other hand, have produced plausible 
scenarios under which the McCrery ratio might under 
some circumstances reward states where the number 
of abortions went up substantially. 

The whole exercise suggests why the idea of creat- 
ing this incentive” was sflly to begin with. It should be 
abandoned altogether. The fact is under almost any 
iteration of this formula, states could be rewarded quite 
by chance. There is no way of telling whether a state's 
policies had anything to do with changes in the rate of 
out-of-wedlock births. For example, if a state enjoyed a 
baby boom in any given year, it might gain simply 
because of an increase in the number of babies bom to 
intact families. A state could be rewarded if groups with 
rela tively high rates of illegitimacy simply moved over 
tmie to other states. If Congress wants to do something 
about illegitoHcy, it should try to find something real to 
do and abandon the gimmicks. 



